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ABSTRACT -
A local hlstory course offered as a semester elective
to seniors has as its puarpose the study of the local -community as a._
microcosme of the United States. The basic principle is to reinforce
what the student has already learned in previous history courses. The
course proceeds through a chronologlcal sequence of units about ’
various periods of the town's development. Bach unit contains a core
‘¢f information amd activities shared by the whole class, but also
requires creative and independent work .by each individual. While many
traditional social studies technigues are’ employéd, this course
differs in the: use of, primary sources and communlty resources.
Extensive onslte ohservatlons and investigations give students an
. ¢pportunity to form and text hypotheses from.raw data. While no
formal evaluation has been made on the results of the prograam in
.terms of its cognitive objectives, students have indicated the
syccess of their experience in informal written evaluations.
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FINDING RELEVANCE
N YOUR OWN BACKYARD:

A COURSE IN LOCAL HISTORY

0 - ] '
The pursitit of relevance has led social studies tegchers and currzculum’
developers. through a labyrinth of trial and error and only occasionally into
sucoesz, One common appPreach has been te downplay the traditional! historical
orientation and zero in on here and now. Current events, ripority studies.

-contemporary crises, and -social ills have become the meat of many social stud-

.ies programs., Broadening the student’s outlook through the study of inter-

naticnal affairs or exotic forsign cultures has been another popular approach,

For those who advocdgte contemporaneity of universality as remedies., it
may come as something of & shock to Iegrn that there are students of the "rnow"
generation who get hooked on graveyards, abandoned millsites, apd dust¥ records
in the town clerk's office., Yet these are-exactly the kinds of places where
senior students are finding relevance in.a smsll town in southesstern Massa-
chusetis. ' )

Oliver Ames High schocl in North Easton, Massachusetts, offere a local

-history course as a semester elective to all seniors. Students in, th;s N

England communit¥ are finding their own answers to "Who am I?” by starting
where they live and investigating their own familiar surreundings. \The;r
opPortunity to do this is largelV the result of the combined efforts of
Duncan Oliver, Assistant Principal, who initiated the courss two yedrs ago,
dnd Hazel Varella. Chairman of the Social studies IE;Ertment; who currently

., teaches the rourse, Oliver Ames High school serves about 700 students in

grades ten through twelve. .

Re PEATI NG AMERICAN HISTORY

Beginning with the central purpc*e of stuﬂyiug the local comeunity as a
wmicrocosm of the United States, the course proceeds through a chrnnologigal ’
sequence of units about various pericds ip the town's development. Each unit
contains a core of information end attivities to be shared by the whole class,
but slso requires creative and independent work by each individual. The units,
ranging from one to four weeks each,- include: Geographic Background; Indians
of the Area, First Settlers, Background Sequences, American Revolution, Post-
Revolutien to 1830s, The Civ11 War, The Gilded Age, 1910 to 1945, and Since
World War IT,

. . Although the general outline resembles that of a United States history
course, any senior eleceing Local History will already have taken United States
Hiscoty or American Studies. In Local History; the focus is cn the experi-
ences of Easton during each period of American development. Thus, while the
student reinforces what he has already learnmed in a nationzl context, he adds
new and meaningful elements, Examples from the course illustrate this basic
principle.

In the unit on Indians, students learn. about losal tribes, plot the lo-
cation of campsites in Easton, find out how Easton settlers acquired Indian
land, and examine Indian artifacts found In the area. Students learn to
identify periods and styles of architecture from'direct observacion of local
examples “when they study the unit, "“Background Sequence.” Although heavy
emphasis 1s placed on Easton's patriot activities in the MAmerican Revolution"
unic, the students also learn about the experiences of British scldiers im-
prisoned in the town., .They are asked to speculate om why the town's historian
had 80 littls to say zbout resident Tories. In studying the period between the
Revolution and the Civil War, the students learn that Easton was Republican,
rather than Federalist, and they learn why. -They find that some of the Irish
immigrants who came to Amerita in great numbers in the 1840s found their way to
Easton aud played an important part in its development, as did immigrants from
Sweden and Portugal who ceme lateér in the century. Students learn that long
before the polden spike was driven to complete the first transeontinental
railroad, the iron horse was already serving their own honme town. But they
also learm about the "“-.orse thieves west of Bay Road,” the witches im the
Poquanticut section, ...d Bueck's "phost mill” that operated all by itself. In
the Civil War era, the underground railway becomes not just a line pIlotted on
a textbook map, but a "station" in Easton where weary slaves stopped over on
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the long flight to freedom. The Gilded Age caméé to life through the study of

local architecture. Visits to the industrial sites of the ames Shovel and Todl

€o., .the H.H. Richardson Co., and ‘other local manufacturers.illustrate where
the.meney came from to build the 1mpressive homes, churches, and public
buildings of Easten. While studying the first half{ of the 20th century, the
studenta hegin to appreciate their home town's contribution to the great cam=-
paigns to "make the wopld safe for demccracy,™ bur they also learn the dis-
quieting fact that during that same period the Ku Klux Klan flourished for .

a brief.period of time in Easton. Through learning experiences such as these,

- Ametrican history comes to life.

DIGGING AROUND . '
In all fields of endeavor there are specrators and participants. While
“"spectating™ may .be more popular, participating is more fun. History is no

. exception. Local History students de a lot of looking,-but they do mere. They

are personally and intimately invelved in putting together s composite picture

.nf Easton’s history. The work done by each year's class broadens tha base of

data from which the next year's clasa can work. Already amyone who goes to

the town libraty looking for materials on local history is very likely to be
referred to”the high school, for the high schoel now has, in many respects, the
better collection:

More than 700 slides, largely prepared by students, have been put togeth=
er for use in the ¢ourse. all pictures owned by the Historicsl Society have
been made into slides by: “students. Students then yse these old phatos as
refersnces and teke pictires of the semé locations today, thus recording the
changes time has wrought. Many documents, town records, and news clipplngs have
been reprinted or preserved on microfilm for use by tha Local lHistory class and
others.

Appeals to' the cnmmunity have brouéht in & great variety of items 1or
the resource collection. When the Lourseiwas initiated, the only complete set
of the town's annual reports was kept loc ed in the safe at the town clerk’ s
office and was generally inaccessible. Wo¥, as & result of the school’s
appeal for donations of missing copies., five complete sets of boWwn reports
have been gathered.

. On the surface, group activ1t1es for the. class do not appear to be
particularly different'in pature Erom those of any good social studies class,
They involve readlng, examining slides and photos, listening to lectures, and
entering into discussions about problems and issues. At a cleser glance, how-
ever, some significant differences from the typical social studies propram can
be detected., First, the students deal as much as possible with primary sources

~of information. Inguiry, forming and testing hypotheses, and being one’s oum

historisn are integral- and necessary c¢haracreristics of the course, Second,
the students are frequently out in the community in organized class field trips

‘and on individual eéxplorations. Such extensive on-site observation and invest1-

gation would not be possible in the study of any other type of history.
In most cases, individual projects requiring field work are done out=

side npormal school hours; buf when necessary. students are released from school |

to carry on their investigotions. The range of pessible topics for study is as
wide as- the scope of the students' imaginations and interests, The student who
becomes intrigued with the local cemetety may make rubbings of the more unigue
headstones. But he will probably alse identify the type of stone. the probable
age and quariry source, and the meaning of the symbols and epitaph carved on it.
The data he gathers may help apother atudent to fill in a gap in a genealogical
record he is piecing together.. Another student may be tracing che route of a
dried-up canal bed and putting together a map showing the old commercial and
industrial sitea served by the canal. Still another may be combing an area
with a metal detector, ‘hoping to uncover long-buried iren artifacts. While

one way of digging up the past may be ro look for buried items, someone else'a
method of uncovering the past may be to interview elderly residents and record
thelr recollections and impressions for the first time.’ In numerous activities
such as these the students in Local History experience the quiet excitement of
being one'a own historlan and seeing fresh meaning. come forth from extraneaus
bits of raw data.

N a3

FRINGE BENEFITS : :
There can be no question -that Local H1story studencs finish the course
with a deeper underscanding of histoxY than do their counterparts in courses

‘relywng mainly on pre-digested secondary sources with pre-determined answers

to pre-arranpged questions. They can also achiewve a gense of personal accom=-
plishment in having done something unique and related te .cheir own special
interests. There are, at the same time, some significant fringe benefits for
the school and community.

When-Duncan Dliver ipitiated the course, be was Chairmen of the Social

. Studies Department, grappling with the perennial problem encountered by depart-

ment chairmen==how to improve the curriculum. A dacision was made to offer &
variety of semester electives and to poll the student body as to its preferences
in course offerings. Surprisingly, over.100 students indicated a desire for
some sort of Igeal history course, even though it was not listed on the survey.

‘Hathing could have been more satisfying te Dliver, who has his own strong pen-
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Oliver is now Assisrant Principal and, as suth, has a broader set of
concerns. He finds that Local History has other .pay-offs besides satisfying
a2 desire expressed by the student body. He is particutarly pleased that some
of the students wha havé typieally shown a propensity toward academic failure
and disciplinary problemr have developed a more positive attitude toward scheol.
Informal observations by Oliver .and by teachers have shaum that these students'
acndemic performance has improved. - They have generally become more mature and
responsible -

The papularity- of the course has spilled gver ta the students' families.
About 50 students are presently enralled in the course, ard their parents are
now demanding & piece of the agtion. The ever-cbliging Duncan Oliver now finds
himself teaching Local History for adults ane evening a week.

The course has zlso done much to cement goad community-schoel relations.
Thé activities of Loecal History students have caught the attention of the
townspeople. and reaction has been most favorable. Older residents, town

‘offidials, and businessmen have made availsble their homes, their facilities,

and their personal records and memorabilia to inquiring stndents.
Nazel Varella is a past prasident of the Easton Historiecal Soclety “and

© a life-lang resident of the town. Her father is employed by the Ames family,

for whom the high school is nawed. Oliver, although not native ta the town, is
from the area, and is the Current President of the Historical Sopciety. Their
close ties po the community have contributed to the program's' success.

Until now, only one writfen history of Easton has been available, The
History of the Town of Easton, Massachusetts, by William L. Chaffin. It was
pubiished in 1886. As 4 result of the revival of interest in local history, a.
new volume is pow being prepared. This book will review the town's history
sinte 1886. The resources gathered by ¢lasses ip Local History will facilie

 tate production of this new history, and it is likely that some students will

find themselves credited in the book for their contributions.” One curtent
requirement of the course is for students to write a paper in histprical style
about some asPect of the town's history. Some of these papefs will be inecluded
in the forthecoming volume, which will appear in time for the big community
celebracion in 1975 to commemotate the 250th anniversary of the tuwn‘sj
incorporation as weill as the 200th anniversary of the Ameritan Revolution.

PROVINCIAL ISM?

For each individual, the degree to which anything becomes relevant is in
dirgct proportion_to the identification of a meaningful relationship with it.
Oliver Ames High School -is only one of & number of sthools that has learned the

.lesson that studente most easily find relevance in thelr own envirpoment. Not

all community-centered programs ate set up to study historiecal develepment.
There is no teason why they necessarily should be, but there are a pumber of
conditions which tend ko orient Oliver Ames gtudents toward local history.
First, a fairly iarge pertentage have lived Sh the area all or most of their
lives. Second, the pown has a long and colorful history stretching over 250
years. Third, there are teachers with strong community ties and a feeling for
local histary. However, it is not necessary o have ancient Indiar campsites,
colonizl cemeteries, or dotumcnts from the erz of the American Revolution, to
develop a course In local history. Teachers in virtuaily any locality, no
matter how recently settled, can find the necessary resources Lo develap their
own program if they mobilize community’ "assistance, ,

Many teachers might balk at such a program as being too provincizl or
too ethnocedtric for relevance tp 20th century Americans. To kéep things in
perspective, 1t should be remembered that Local History is offered at Oliver
AmeS ,- not as a total curricelvm, but only as a one-semester elective. Among
the other courses available are World Cultures, Prablems im Urban Affairs,
Political and Economic Problems, Comparstive Government, Ecenemics, Population,
Ehiloeophy,.Psychology, Russian Wistory, and Problematic . Sociclagy. Thus,
there is little basis for concern that graduvates of Oliver Ames will leave
sthool with too parachial a frame of referenmce as a resule of their Soeial
Studies prpgram.

In the last unit ofF the course, which deals with the perxod gince Worid
War 1I, the ¢lass turps its attemtion from study of the past t¢ contemplation
of the future. They examine the many changes taking ploee in the town—-decline ~
of tradicional industries, growth of residential -population, demands for
alteration of the political structure--and they begin to spetulate abput where
their town is lheading. 1t is only becaust¢ they have the perspective of two
and one~half centuries that they are abls Lo cope intelligently with questions
1ike: Out of all that we have experienced, what desarves to be preserved?
What shauld change? What kind of a community do we want, and how do we achieve
this? What will it cost? What will we gain? Questions like these are perti-
nent to anyone, anywherei but, zhey are mpst easily agked and answernd by those
who have first fourd rulevance in theler own buckyard

EVALUATION

Some veats ago a UAiversity hi: vy professor wvas addressing a group of

‘high school tcachers, and he pleaded with: rhem to " just teath your students to

tove history and then setd them to ous.” LoC many Wisrvory ceachers would be
content with such a limiied objectiv , nir .ertainly most would feel that some-
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thing important had happened {f students left their Courses so engressed with
the subject that they wanted to ge on learning. Remember that Local Hiscory
was Initiated because of a desire to make the secial studies curriculom more
relevant to student interests and needs, Students asked for Local History and
got 1t, One indication of the suctess of Local History is tizat, in competition
with other alectives open to seniors, enrollment in the course is increasing.’
Therz are approximately 20% more seniurs egnrelled in the course this year than
there were last year.

While no formal evaluaticn has been made on the results of the program
in terms of its cognitive objectives, students have been asked to write infor-
mal evaluations, A few comments from these evaluations indicate the suctess .
students are experiencing:

"I think Local History. was very interesting. The biggest
effort T have ever put Ih was in my major project at
pelcher Malleable Trrn Company, actually aoing ouE angd
mecting other peobRle.  That proved to me I can do something
I never thought I had the perve to do.” .

"I feel 3 focal History course is vory beneficial to a
student. I know I lparned many things abeout & town I have
lived in for 18 yoars.

Each town should have @ similar '
course and encotirage students to participate. It is also

valvahle to know about YOur own town government and how a iy

town funclions,"”

© "I thought that chis course was valvable in that it mide '
me potiee the surroundings in which I Jive., I had segn
the places before, hut they now have wore slunificance and
meaning. Wnen I see a site now, it takes on a life of its
own, and I can imagine what it was like years ago. Also,
it makes me aware that the town has @ character of its
own, unigue From any other town.”
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